The current treatment paradigm for Major Depressive Disorder
============================================================

Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) is a significant public health problem. The annual costs of depression are estimated at 83.1 billion US dollars.^[@ref1]^ Nearly two thirds of this cost comes from impaired productivity and absenteeism from work. Approximately 14.8 million American adults^[@ref2]^ (6.7% of the population) suffer from MDD, and cost employers more than \$44 billion per year in lost productive time and 387 million days per year of disability.^[@ref1]^ While the economic costs are substantial, the personal costs of prolonged suffering are incalculable.

The costs of MDD are high, in part because it takes so long for patients with MDD to recover from the illness. Even after 1 year of treatment with enhanced resources under a structured algorithm, only 11% of patients achieved remission.^[@ref3]^ This low recovery rate is not simply a matter of needing more or better medications. There are more than 20 treatments for MDD approved as effective by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). The challenge is choosing the best treatment for each patient. The current treatment guidelines for MDD of the American Psychiatric Association^[@ref4]^ support a "watchful waiting" approach to determine if a particular medication will be useful for an individual patient. In order to determine whether a medication will lead to response (≥50% reduction in depressive symptoms) or remission (nearly complete resolution of symptoms), it is recommended that a physician wait to see if it will be effective,^[@ref4]^ On average, at least 4 weeks are needed to attain response and 6 weeks to attain remission during treatment with an initial selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) antidepressant; in a number of cases, however, remission can take 12 weeks or longer to attain.^[@ref5]^ In practice, physicians commonly wait 6 to 8 weeks to determine if a patient will recover with whichever medication is chosen.^[@ref6],[@ref7]^

It is not surprising that, under the current treatment paradigm, most patients face a long and frustrating course of treatment. The Sequenced Treatment Alternatives to Relieve Depression (STAR\*D) study, the largest study of MDD conducted in the United States, showed that even with enriched resources devoted to treatment, recovery with the first selected SSRI occurred only about 30% of the time.^[@ref8]^ More than 20% of those who failed to improve with the first treatment simply stopped taking medication, primarily within the first 2 weeks.^[@ref9]^ Although medication may take up to 12 weeks to be effective, 42% of patients discontinue medication within the first 30 days.^[@ref10]^ A high proportion of the patients who prematurely stop treatment are from ethnic minority groups,^[@ref10]^ and this may contribute to the significantly poorer clinical outcomes observed among ethnic minority patients.^[@ref11]^

Failure to respond to treatment at any one step is commonly followed by "sequential treatment" in which a subsequent treatment is utilized either alone in combination,^[@ref12]-[@ref14]^ followed by another period of watchful waiting. In most studies, only about 15% of patients will ultimately fail to benefit from sequential medication treatment, but it may take 1 to 2 years to identify the treatment that will get a patient well - and many discontinue treatment before they can recover.^[@ref15]^ For those individuals who leave treatment prematurely, suffering, disability, impaired productivity, and absenteeism from work may continue indefinitely. For those who remain in treatment, the delay in recovery from MDD increases health care costs. While they are depressed, patients with MDD have at least a 50% increase in total health care costs for general medical conditions.^[@ref16]^

The current paradigm of watchful waiting is seriouslyflawed. Lengthy medication trials determine with a high degree of certainty whether a particular medication will be effective, Because only a minority of patients will recover with any one medication, however, this paradigm prolongs the length of depressive episodes for most patients, increases health care costs, and increases the likelihood that many patients will drop out and never receive adequate treatment. The approach of lengthy medication trials essentially sacrifices the health of the majority of patients for the certainty of knowing whether a particular antidepressant will be effective.

Limitations of the current treatment paradigm
=============================================

In sequential treatment, subsequent antidepressant medications commonly are selected based upon their putative mechanism of action (MOA), with medications that have a different MOA usually given preference.^[@ref17]^ It has never been shown, however, that MOA is related to effectiveness in switching or combining medications.^[@ref18]^ The results from level II treatment in STAR\*D suggested that patients respond or remit to different antidepressants at similar rates, regardless of the MOA.^[@ref19]-[@ref20]^ The sole reliable predictor of improvement in sequential treatment is that improvement at one step is associated with further improvement at the next step, whereas failure to improve indicates a poor prognosis for improvement during future treatments.^[@ref19],[@ref21]^ The STAR\*D study demonstrated that each subsequent medication trial was less and less likely to be effective for patients with unsatisfactory response at the previous level.^[@ref13],[@ref19],[@ref21]-[@ref23]^

The development of increasing resistance over the course of antidepressant treatment is well established but not well understood. It largely has been interpreted as representing the fact that those who fail to benefit from adequate trials of earlier treatments are simply predisposed not to respond to multiple treatments, sometimes because of comorbid conditions.^[@ref24]^ This hypothesized process through which successive treatment failures identify and isolate an increasingly treatmentresistant population may account, at least in part, for the escalation in failure rates with successive trials. This "distillation" hypothesis, however, is unlikely to account fully for increasing treatment resistance with multiple antidepressant trials. Even within a trial of a single antidepressant medication, there is a great deal of heterogeneity in onset of improvement that is not easily explained by commonly measured clinical features. Half of patients require more than 6 weeks to enter remission and a significant number of patients still enter remission up to 12 weeks, yet these later remitters eventually may attain a degree of improvement comparable to those who enter remission rapidly.^[@ref5]^

A number of factors are likely to affect speed and completeness of medication responsiveness. Whereas some of these factors may reflect heritable or constant biological factors, others may be more dynamic and represent the state of the individual at the specific time that he or she enters treatment.^[@ref25]-[@ref27]^ Many such intraindividual factors are psychological, including patient expectations, cognitions, or conditioned responses. Data from subjects enrolled in clinical trials has shown that patients with high expectations of the effectiveness of their treatment are more likely to benefit from their treatment,^[@ref28],[@ref29]^ and to respond more rapidly.^[@ref29]^ Patients who are uncertain about the benefit of their antidepressant treatment may even discontinue medication before it has had time to work.^[@ref30]^ These findings are consistent with the fact that in the setting of a placebo controlled trial, patients\* certainty that they will be receiving the active medication as compared with placebo is directly related to their likelihood of response. Patients who are informed that they have a 50% likelihood of receiving active medication are significantly more likely to respond than those who are informed that their probability of receiving medication is only 20%. ^[@ref31]^ It is reasonable to postulate that anything in the treatment setting that alters patients\' expectations of improvement is likely to alter their likelihood of benefiting from a medication. Insofar as prolonged prior administration of an ineffective antidepressant may diminish expectations of improvement, this practice may contribute to the failure of subsequent trials.

Cognitive theories of depression suggest that, in the context of dysfunctional attitudes that subserve depression, failed treatment attempts would perpetuate negative thoughts and contribute to future failures. Beck\'s cognitive theory postulates that dysfunctional attitudes develop in response to specific stressors in the midst of an episode of depression.^[@ref32]^ The poorer treatment outcomes of some depressive subtypes is partly explained by the patients\' level of negative or dysfunctional cognitions.^[@ref33]^ Depressed patients\' interpretation of negative events also may increase the likelihood of maintaining depression and of poor response to medication.^[@ref34],[@ref35]^ In the midst of an episode of MDD, ineffective treatment trials may constitute a specific stressor that, interpreted in a negative context, could combine with dysfunctional attitudes to result in increasingly resistant depression in some patients.

Classical conditioning also may play a role in antidepressant resistance during successive trials. Animal models have shown that pharmacologic responses to a number of different therapeutic agents can be classically conditioned,^[@ref36],[@ref37]^ including responses to antidepressant agents.^[@ref38]^ Similarly, pharmacologic nonresponse can also be conditioned to a reuptake inhibitor drug.^[@ref39]^ A related concept in the classical conditioning paradigm is the process of latent inhibition, in which frequent administration of a cue (in this case, antidepressant pill-taking) that is not associated with a significant outcome prevents future conditioning to that cue,^[@ref40]^ There is evidence to suggest that patients\' physiologic responses to antidepressant medications are in part conditioned responses. A number of brain imaging studies have shown that effective antidepressant treatment is associated with decreases in metabolism or brain electrical activity in the prefrontal cortex.^[@ref41],[@ref42]^ While these changes in function appear to be associated with antidepressant treatment, brain imaging during a placebo lead-in showed that the changes thought to be associated with successful antidepressant treatment actually preceded administration of the medication.^[@ref25]^ These findings suggest that a psychological process such as conditioning plays a role in eliciting brain functional changes. Whether nonresponse to pharmacotherapeutic agents can be conditioned in the clinical setting by prolonged nonresponse to antidepressants has not been established.

It is difficult to demonstrate the role of expectations, cognitions, or conditioned responses in the failure to respond to successive antidepressant medication trials in humans. It is known that administration of an antidepressant is less effective after the patient has received no benefit from either a first antidepressant^[@ref21]^ or a placebo,^[@ref43]^ but multiple crossover trials would be necessary to determine the mechanism for this loss of effectiveness. There is clearer evidence from human pain studies, however, that ineffective medication trials directly contribute to decreases in the effectiveness of subsequent analgesic medications. The effectiveness of an analgesic medication is degraded when administered after an ineffective dose of medication or placebo; furthermore, the more doses of the ineffective compound that are given, the less likely that the analgesic will have a therapeutic effect.^[@ref44],[@ref45]^ Blinded administration of effective analgesics also diminishes their effectiveness.^[@ref46]^ Expectations, conditioning, and cognitive factors all have been shown to be involved in mediating these effects.^[@ref46],[@ref47]^

In summary, unsuccessful antidepressant trials maydiminish patient expectations, reinforce negative cognitions, and condition patients not to respond during subsequent antidepressant trials. Regardless of the psychological mechanism, the above theories and data suggest that ineffective medication trials may, in and of themselves, predispose patients to experience diminished medication effectiveness in future trials.

The state of endophenotypic and genomic predictors
==================================================

There are several strategies that could be employed to overcome the shortcomings of the current paradigm for prescribing antidepressant medications. One of these would be to identify, prior to treatment, the medication that has the highest likelihood of benefitting the patient. Research has sought to indentify "endophenotypes" that could predict response or remission to specific antidepressants for individual patients. As defined by Gottesman and Gould,^[@ref48]^ an endophenotype must meet five criteria:

1.  The endophenotype is associated with illness in the population.

2.  The endophenotype is heritable.

3.  The endophenotype is primarily state-independent (manifests in an individual whether or not illness is active).

4.  Within families, endophenotype and illness cosegregate.

5.  The endophenotype found in affected family members is found in nonaffected family members at a higher rate than in the general population.

Endophenotypes thus are measureable characteristics or physiologic indices that fill "the gap between available descriptors and between the gene and the elusive disease process."^[@ref49]^ Exhaustive studies of clinical features, family history, as well as sleep patterns and neuroendocrine correlates, have identified general prognostic indicators for treatment outcome for depression.^[@ref50],[@ref51]^ In some cases, the predictors may be useful for groups of patients with certain subtypes of depression (ie, psychotic depression).^[@ref52]^ While some symptomatic and physiologic features in MDD patients demonstrate promise as putative endophenotypes, many do not fulfill the actual criteria for an endophenotype or meet the goal of providing greater prognostic specificity than the definition of the illness itself.^[@ref53]^ Some brain imaging findings also have demonstrated prognostic significance^[@ref54]-[@ref57]^ and may fulfill the criteria for an endophenotype.^[@ref58]^ Part of the challenge in identifying true endophenotypes in MDD is that the physiologic and genetic underpinnings of MDD are complex and poorly understood. As a result, imaging findings may reflect confounds such as interindividual heterogeneity in brain structure or function unrelated to illness, or the effects of previous or concomitant medication treatment.^[@ref58]^ No clinically meaningful endophenotypes predictive of response to specific medications in individual patients prior to the start of treatment yet have been identified.^[@ref59],[@ref60]^

An alternative to the endophenotypic approach has been to examine genetic polymorphisms as possible outcome predictors. Recent studies have suggested that common genetic variations may be associated with response to specific antidepressant medications.^[@ref61]-[@ref63]^ For example, some common polymorphisms in serotonin system genes have been shown to influence the outcome of SSRI treatment.^[@ref62],[@ref64]^ Many of these results have not consistently replicated or do not allow the estimation of prediction accuracy in a clinical population.^[@ref65]^ The relative lack of reproducibility in pharmacogenetic studies may reflect the fact that the contributions of individual polymorphisms may be small and, therefore, large populations may be needed to detect the effect.^[@ref66]^ Given the complexity of influences "downstream" from genotype,^[@ref64]^ genotype alone may be insufficient to capture the state of those systems that subserve antidepressant action in an individual patient. To date, research on possible genomic factors has not yet yielded reliable predictors.

Response endophenotypes
=======================

The most reliable treatment response predictors identified thus far are symptomatic and physiologic characteristics of patients that emerge early in the course of treatment. We propose here the term "response endophenotypes" to describe this class of predictors. Specifically, we define response endophenotypes (REs) as latent measurable symptomatic or neurobiologie responses of individual patients that emerge early in a course of treatment and which carry strong predictive power for individual patient outcomes. In some diseases, endophenotypic characteristics are elicited by a physiologic challenge (ie, glucose tolerance tests, stress electrocardiography).^[@ref53],[@ref67]^ The distinction of the term response endophenotype is that it describes a class of markers that are *exclusively* observed in response to specific *treatment* challenges. Although there is evidence that response to medication is at least in part genetically mediated, it is not firmly established that the REs presented below necessarily are heritable. It is therefore appropriate to consider REs as putative endophenotypes, pending research to establish heritability and fulfillment of the other characteristics of an endophenotype.^[@ref48]^

In the prediction of treatment response in MDD, there are significant advantages to composing endophenotypes exclusively from measureable changes in an individual in response to a specific treatment. First, the fact that these characteristics are measured "within subjects" likely enhances stability, statistical reliability, and therefore predictive accuracy of the measures. Preliminary data presented below suggest that use of REs may facilitate prompt and accurate matching of patients with the medication most likely to benefit them. Second, the fact that RE components are measured in response to newly administered treatments may overcome some of the confounding factors inherent in the development of conventional endophenotypes in MDD. It is problematic to derive prognostic significance from static, cross-sectional measures in MDD patients; such measurements are inevitably affected by the number and severity of prior episodes, the current phase of illness, and the extent and types of prior and current treatment.^[@ref58]^ Examination of dynamic measures specific to the current treatment may detect features that are common across individuals who will respond to the treatment, irrespective of confounding factors. There are three broad classes of measures that may change within the first 48 hours to 2 weeks of treatment that have been identified thus far as potential predictors of treatment response or remission, and therefore may be useful as components of an RE. Each of these is discussed separately below.

Early changes in depressive symptoms
------------------------------------

The average time to response in treatment with a prototypical SSRI is 1 month, and to remission is 6 weeks.^[@ref5]^ While some patients continue to enter remission up to 12 weeks or even longer after the initiation of treatment, the time to symptomatic *improvement* is much shorter. Many patients, particularly those with milder symptoms, show improvement (defined by at least a 20% decrease in depressive symptoms) within the first 2 weeks of treatment.^[@ref68]-[@ref71]^ Although some have suggested that early response is likely to represent a placebo response,^[@ref72],[@ref73]^ early response is in fact twice as likely with medication as with placebo.^[@ref71]^

The largest meta-analytic study of this topic was performed by Szegedi and colleagues,^[@ref74]^ who examined 6562 subjects treated primarily with mirtazepine, but also with SSRIs, tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs), and venlafaxine. These investigators found that more than 50% of patients had at least a 20% improvement in depression rating scores by the end of 2 weeks of treatment. Of those who did not show early improvement, only 11% and 4.1% showed eventual response and remission, respectively. Early improvement was a highly sensitive predictor of stable response (81% to 98%) or stable remission (87% to 100%), and so was a positive prognostic sign. However, the usefulness of early symptom improvement was limited by the poor specificity for stable response (43% to 60%) or remission (19% to 28%). The results of all of these studies are difficult to evaluate because they come from placebo-controlled treatment trials of selected study populations. It is clear that early symptom improvement is a positive prognostic sign, and the absence of early improvement is a negative prognostic sign. The poor specificity of the finding, however, makes it difficult to make treatment decisions based solely upon early symptom improvement; absence of early improvement by itself is insufficiently powerful evidence to prompt a change in treatment. It is possible that early symptom changes could form part of the basis for REs to reliably predict response and remission to the specific medication that the patient receives within the first 2 weeks of treatment.

Early changes in brain electrical activity
------------------------------------------

One biomarker that has shown promise as a predictor of treatment response is quantitative electroencephalography (QEEG). Prefrontal QEEG power^[@ref75]-[@ref77]^ may identify patients who are most likely to respond to all major antidepressant medication classes. Research has shown that QEEG changes in the prefrontal region may reliably identify antidepressant medication responders within the first 48 hours to 1 week of treatment.^[@ref42],[@ref78]^ These findings are consistent with the fact that rhythmic midline prefrontal EEG activity has been shown to reflect the activity of anterior cingulate and midline prefrontal cortex,^[@ref79]^ brain areas implicated in mood regulation and the pathogenesis of depression.

Based upon these previous results, a multisite study was designed to test the usefulness of QEEG as a predictor. The BRITE-MD study ("Biomarkers for Rapid Identification of Treatment Effectiveness in Major Depression," NCT00289523), examined for the first time the usefulness of a new putative neurophysiologic biomarker for medication response and remission, the Antidepressant Treatment Response (ATR) index.^[@ref80]^ ATR is based upon QEEG data collected on two occasions, at pretreatment baseline (immediately before medication is started) and at the end of 1 week of treatment with medication. ATR is based upon alpha and theta band features of frontal brain electrical activity integrated and scaled from 0 (low probability of response or remission to the medication) to 100 (high probability). BRITE-MD is the largest single study of any type of neurophysiology biomarker in MDD undertaken to date (N =375). All subjects were treated with an initial 1 week of escitalopram 10 mg, during which time ATR was calculated. Subjects then were randomized either to continue escitalopram, switch to bupropion, or receive a combination of the two medications *([Figure 1](#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g001){ref-type="fig"})*.

![Study flow chart. Ham-D, Hamilton Depression Rating Scale; SSRI, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor; EEG, electroencephalography](DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g001){#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g001}

The outcome measure was the Hamilton Depression Rating Scale (Ham-D~17~) score at week 7, with response defined as a 50% decrease from the baseline score and remission defined as a final score ≤7. Other putative predictors examined in BRITE included other biomarkers (serum drug levels, as well as serotonin transporter \[5-HTTLPR\] and postsynaptic serotonin receptor \[5-HT~2a~\] genetic polymorphisms), early changes in symptoms (measured with the Ham-D~17~ at 1 week), and clinician prediction of the likelihood of response (using a clinical global impression measure at 1 week).

The Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) curve for predictive accuracy of ATR with escitalopram is shown in *[Figure 2](#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g002){ref-type="fig"}*. An optimal threshold was chosen on this curve (58.6) to maximize accuracy in predicting response, with values above this threshold designated as a "positive" ATR and those below the threshold as "negative."

![Receiver Operating Characteristic curve for ATR prediction of response to escitalopram treatment. ATR, Antidepressant Treatment Response index](DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g002){#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g002}

A positive ATR biomarker predicted response and remission to treatment in the escitalopram arm with high accuracy. ATR values predicted response with 74% overall accuracy, 58% sensitivity, 91 % specificity, 88% positive predictive accuracy, and 67% negative predictive accuracy ATR also predicted remission with 74% overall accuracy, 61% sensitivity, 82% specificity, 68% positive predictive accuracy, and 77% negative predictive accuracy. Neither serum drug level not genetic polymorphisms were significant predictors of response or remission with escitalopram. Responders at week 7 had significantly larger decreases than nonresponders in Ham-D~17~ scores at day 7 (*P*=0.005), although remitters did not. Clinician prediction based upon global impression of improvement at day 7 did not predict final outcome. Logistic regression showed that ATR and early Ham-D~17~ changes were additive predictors of response, but ATR was the sole significant predictor of remission.^[@ref80]^

Another goal of BRITE was to examine the prognostic significance of a negative biomarker. The overall response rate to escitalopram in the study was 52%, but in those with a positive ATR biomarker, the response rate was 61%. Conversely, in those with a negative ATR biomarker, the response rate to escitalopram was only 28%. Analyses showed that a low ATR value predicted not only nonresponse to escitalopram, but also subsequent response to treatment among those subjects who were randomly assigned to receive the antidepressant bupropion. Subjects with ATR values above the threshold were more than 2.4 times as likely to respond to escitalopram as those with low ATR values (68% vs 28%, *P*=.001). Subjects with ATR values below the threshold who were switched to bupropion treatment were 1.9 times as likely to respond to bupropion alone than those who remained on escitalopram treatment (53% vs 28%, *P*=.034, *[Figure 3](#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g003){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 4](#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g004){ref-type="fig"})*.^[@ref81]^

![Logistic regression models of escitalopram and bupropion responders stratified by ATR values. ATR values of subjects randomly assigned to each treatment and who responded to escitalopram or bupropion treatment. Subjects who responded to escitalopram (blue) tended to have higher ATR values, and those who responded to bupropion (red) tended to have lower ATR values. Markers represent observed values and lines represent modeled values. ATR, Antidepressant Treatment Response index Adapted from ref 81: Leuchter AF, Cook IA, Gilmer WS, et ai. Effectiveness of a quantitative electroencephalographs biomarker for predicting differential response or remission with escitalopram and bupropion in Major Depressive Disorder. Psychiatry Res. 2009:169:124131. Copyright© Elsevier, 2009](DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g003){#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g003}

![Logistic regression models of escitalopram and bupropion remitters stratified by ATR values. ATR values of subjects randomly assigned to each treatment and who remitted with escitalopram or bupropion treatment. Subjects who remitted with escitalopram (blue) tended to have higher ATR values, and those who remitted with bupropion (red) tended to have lower ATR values. Markers represent observed values and lines represent modeled values. ATR, Antidepressant Treatment Response index Adapted from ref 81: Leuchter AF, Cook IA, Gilmer WS, et al. Effectiveness of a quantitative electroencephalographic biomarker for predicting differential response or remission with escitalopram and bupropion in Major Depressive Disorder. Psychiatry Res. 2009:169:124131. Copyright © Elsevier, 2009](DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g004){#DialoguesClinNeurosci-11-435-g004}

These differences were statistically significant. One measure of the potential impact of the use of the ATR biomarker is the "number needed to treat" (NNT), namely the number of patients to whom such a test would need to be applied in order to realize one improved patient outcome.^[@ref82],[@ref83]^ These results equate to a NNT of 10 to 11, which is in the range that has been considered to be clinically significant.^[@ref84]^ These results must be interpreted with the caveat that treatment was not assigned prospectively on the basis of ATR values.

These results are encouraging, and suggest that ATR may be useful as a component of a RE for predicting early in the course of treatment which medication will be most helpful to an individual patient with MDD. The fact that ATR data appear to be complementary to earlychanges in depression rating scores suggests that a RE model that integrates symptom and neurophysiology measures may be the most useful.

Gene expression markers
-----------------------

Some of the more intriguing putative biomarkers for antidepressant treatment response are early changes in gene expression. Animal and cell culture research, as well as study of postmortem human brains, indicates that regulation of gene expression represents a major component of the mechanism of action of available antidepressants. The expression of a host of gene families are altered by antidepressant treatment, including those for trophic factors that promote cell proliferation, growth, and resiliency (BDNF, FGF, and VEGF), cell signaling pathways, and pathways for neurotransmitter transport and metabolism, among others.^[@ref85],[@ref86]^

Because direct examination of gene expression in patients\' brains is impractical, recent research has examined gene expression in peripheral leukocytes, which share identical genetic material and may exhibit similarly altered expression in response to antidepressant medications. There have been limited small previous studies of gene expression through leukocyte mRNA in response to antidepressant or lithium treatment in patients with MDD or bipolar disorder.^[@ref87]-[@ref93]^ These studies have confirmed and extended research from animals, showing significant differences prior to treatment between bipolar or MDD subjects and normal controls in expression of trophic and transcriptional factors, as well as cell signaling proteins. In some small studies, antidepressant treatment tended to normalize gene expression patterns and the degree of normalization was proportional to the degree of symptom improvement.^[@ref90],[@ref92]^ No study has utilized microarray-based screening of large numbers of expressed genes to predict treatment response in MDD, but one study has performed such screening in a small number of subjects with juvenile epilepsy and identified patterns of change in expression that accurately differentiated subjects who were seizure-free on valproate from those who were not.^[@ref94]^

Because of limited research in this area, the gene expression approach is highly speculative. Furthermore, the biological basis through which gene expression changes measured in peripheral blood reflect the central effectiveness of medications admittedly is not fully clear. There are several possible mechanisms including: i) parallel expression changes in the brain and peripheral blood; ii) leukocyte responses to change in the brain; iii) responses of the leukocytes to a change in the physiological state of the subject; and/or iv) changes in the composition of the leukocyte population. Regardless of the mechanism, sufficient data exist to support the plausibility of testing the use of gene expression in peripheral leukocytes to predict clinical responsiveness to antidepressants. Expression profiles could potentially be applied in the clinic to aid in the treatment of MDD, and because the fundamental measure is the *change in gene expression* within a patient between two time points, each patient acts as his or her own control, greatly reducing the artifacts that could arise from directly comparing gene expression across unmatched subjects, such as subject-to-subject expression differences due to extraneous factors such as ethnicity, gender, age, or environment factors.

Conclusion
==========

The use of REs for predicting antidepressant treatment response and remission has the potential to overturn a flawed biomedical paradigm that forms the basis for clinical research and treatment in MDD, namely, the long empiric medication trial. Fewer than half of patients respond to treatment under this paradigm, and fewer than one third recover. This paradigm leads to prolonged suffering and increased health care costs. If we were successful in identifying response endophenotypes for patients with MDD, medications would be prescribed under an entirely new paradigm that relied upon an early response profile of each patient. The concept of the response endophenotype shifts from the examination of endophenotypes and genotypes, which have not proved highly productive, to the study of dynamic treatmentemergent characteristics. In this paper we have suggested early changes in symptoms, brain neurophysiology, and patterns of changes in gene expression as potential REs. The RE concept need not be limited, however, to these few measures. Any early treatment-emergent measures that could be examined within the individual patient could be incorporated in this paradigm. We posit that this paradigm could optimize response and remission rates with medication and prove superior to the current approach, leading to earlier symptom improvement, recovery from the illness, and ultimately profound health and economic benefits in terms.
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